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PATRISTIC LITERATURE 
CH   (HT)  711 
Spring 1996 
 
J.S. O’Malley 
 
 
 
Course Description 
 An intensive study of the writings and influence of the Ante-Nicene and Nicene Fathers. 
 
 
Specific Goals 
 1. To become conversant with the history of the Ante-Nicene and Nicene periods of 
church history, including the various theological, sociological, and political issues 
within the Christian communities of the first four centuries. 
 
 2. To learn methods of interpreting historical materials in the context of analyzing specific 
texts. 
 
 3. To become aware of the differing types of early Christian literature, how they 
functioned in the early Christian community, and how they are related to the literature 
of other periods of church history. 
 
 
Course Requirements 
 1. To participate in class activities and discussions (including at least 90% of class 
sessions)   (30%) 
 
 2. To complete assigned readings in the period literature, in consultation with the 
instructor.  (note: a journal of reading will be maintained, with full bibliographic 
information, and given to the instructor on the last day of class.)   (30%) 
 
 3. To present to the class 3-4 written responses to selected exploratory topics (4-5 pages 
each, double-spaced, plus bibliography; see C/B/S for format).  The class presentation 
will include a presentation of the written essay followed by discussion.  It will serve as a 
catalyst to direct us to issues in the texts.   (40%)   for essays, presentation, and 
defense).  A copy for the instructor should be submitted one week before the scheduled 
session (except for the first session); papers received later than that date receive one 
grade level penalty. 
 
 4. (Optional):  To develop one exploratory topic into a 15-20 page research paper using 
Campbell-Ballou style.  Due May 12.   (30%, with (1) 15% and (2) 15%). 
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Bibliographic Resources 
 
 For Purchase 
  C. Richardson, Early Christian Fathers  (LCC) paper. 
 
  S.L. Greenslade, Early Latin Theology  (LCC) paper. 
 
  J. Stevenson, A New Eusebus (Oxford, paper) 
 
 Collateral 
  C. Chadwick, Alexandrian Christianity  (LCC) paper.  (reserve) 
 
  J. Pelikan, The Christian Tradition,  A History of the Development of Doctrine; The   
  Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600).  (Phoenix, University of Chicago) 
 
  Samuel Laeuchli, The Serpent and the Dove (1963)  (out of print; on library reserve) 
 
  ________,  The Language of Faith  (1962)  (out of print; on library reserve) 
 
  S.L. Greenslade, Early Latin Theology  (LCC) paper. 
 
 
Structure of Essays 
 1. Define the problem posed by the text. 
 
 2. Briefly describe the state of research on the problem. 
 
 3. Evaluate the sources. 
 
 4. Analyze the sources in interaction with previous writers and your personal judgments 
and perspectives. 
 
 5. Summarize your conclusions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Schedule of Topics and Readings 
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February 8  I.   Introduction  collateral text:  
P=Pelikan 
(cited by chapters) 
15 II.   The Apostolic Fathers 
            Letters in Crises 
 
Richardson, 15-137 
 
Stevenson, 45-55 
P 1 
22             The Way of Martyrdom and Early    
            Church Life                            
 
141-202 
    
 
1-43 
29             The Apologists 
            Eusebius on Heresies 
205-289 61-74 
103,107-111, P2 
 
March 7              Irenaeus 343-397 85-98, 102,  
116-132,   P3 
14 III.   Early Latin Theology 
             Tertullian 
 
Greenslade, 21-110 
 
98-101, 167-189 
21              Cyprian 113-172 229-264 
28  IV.   Alexandrian Christianity   
               Clement  Chadwick, 15-39 
40-92 
91, 192-201 
April 4              Origen 171-237, 238-329 104-105, 137-142, 
175-227 
18   V.   Christology of the Later Fathers   
               Toleration War  266-267, 298-339 
               The Arian Controversy  340-375,  P4 
               Athanasius Hardy (reserve) 
15-110 
 
379-388 
May 9  VI.   Later Latin Theology 
              Ambrose 
                   or 
               Jerome 
 
175-278 
or 
281-387 
 
16 VII.   Patristic Literature in Retrospect   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exploratory Topics/Questions 
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  1. Assess the concept of “miracle” and how it was handled in patristic literature. 
 
  2. With whom and for what reasons does the faith come to be defined in ethical and legal 
terms and how did this complicate the struggle to define the faith?  (the problem of 
moralism, assess in light of one of the Apostolic Fathers). 
 
  3. What were the forces that influenced Christian speech in the age of the Apostolic 
Fathers and how do we evaluate their results?  (sub-theme:  What makes a statement 
Gnostic and what prevents it from being Gnostic?) 
 
  4. What is the difference between “rational” and “poetic” types of Christian speech?  Are 
they reconcilable, and which is more suitable for Christian faith? 
 
  5. What was the role of prophecy and the prophets in the Apologists  (see the Shepherd of 
Hermas Or Justin’s Apology)? 
 
  6. What was the understanding of martyrdom reflected in The Martyrdom of Polycarp? 
 
  7. What are the differences between the understanding of ethics in the Epistle of Barnabas 
and the Didache  (the “Two Ways”)? 
 
  8. How do the threats of schisms lead to a new understanding of authority in the church?  
Is this new understanding adequately rooted in Scripture  (in your view)?  (see Ignatius) 
 
  9. How does Irenaeus try to prevent surrendering the argument for God to non-Christian 
philosophy and to moralism? 
 
 10. Explain the relation between Irenaeus’ concept or recapitulation and salvation history. 
 
 11. What is the relation between the “institutional” and the “charismatic” aspects of the 
church of the Apostolic Fathers, Irenaeus or Tertullian, and how does the struggle 
between these aspects play a part in defining heresy and orthodoxy? 
 
 12. What issues were at stake in the quest for a canon of Scripture, and how did the canon 
address them?  (see “R” symbol, or Muratorian fragment). 
 
 13. What was Tertullian’s position on church-state relations? 
 
 14. What was Turtullian’s understanding of sin? 
 
 15. Explain the interpretation of a specific biblical text in a writer or a group of writers  (ex: 
Gen. 1-3, Isa. 6, Luke 2:52, or. . . . ) 
 
 16. How does the way the community of Christian speech is defined influence the message 
it proclaims?  (assess in light of Irenaeus, Origen, or Tertullian) 
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 17. “When a church does not come to terms with the language of the gospel, it will die by 
conforming to the world, and by losing the power to speak.”  (LF).  Assess in light of 
one heretical group from the first three centuries. 
 
 18. It may be said that twin dangers in the heresy/orthodoxy struggle involving syncretism 
and simple fideism are “eccentricity” and “sterility.”  Select two contrasting faith 
stances in the second or third centuries to test this suggestion. 
 
 19. What brought about the shift to “cosmological” thinking in the early church, and with 
what results?  (assess in light of Clement or Origen). 
 
 20. Explain the position of Clement of Alexandria  (or Tertullian)  on baptism. 
 
 
 
 
21. What were the motives for the rise of allegorical exegesis in the patristic era and how 
did this complicate the struggle to define the faith?  (assess in light of Clement or 
Origen). 
 
 22. What was the teaching of Clement of Alexandria? 
 
 24. Explain Origen’s approach to interpreting the Song of Songs. 
 
 25. What theological issues were at stake in the struggle between Origen and Celsus?  
Contra Celsum). 
 
 26. What was the concept of inward prayer in Makarios? 
 
 27. What were the factors behind Nicaea  (theological and socio-political)? * 
     a.   Was the way from persecution to victory really the way of God? 
     b.   What diverging images of Christ led to different patterns of faith in the pre- 
           Nicene church?* 
 
 28. How did the Nicene church go about trying to decide which pre-Nicene language leads 
to heresy and which does not? 
 
 29. “The anti-Arian phrases  (in the creed)  couldn’t have been possible without the work of 
the heretics of the second century.”   Explain.   (from SD, p. 68) 
 
 30. What is the relation between theology and liturgy in creedal development?  How does 
the Nicene creed change the nature this relationship? 
 
 31. What made the Council of Nicaea to become the First Ecumenical Council? 
 
 32. What is the relation between the Nicene formulation and Neoplatonism? 
 
 33. What Christological problems does the Nicene Creed leave unresolved? 
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 34. “Nicea was not a solution but only a quest for Christ that was squelched by political 
power.”  (SD, p. 98)   Explain and respond. 
 
 35. What does Laeuchli mean when he asserts  (SD, p. 98)  that the victory of the Nicene 
party embodied a demonic element? 
 
 36. How has the meaning of heresy and orthodoxy changed as a result of Nicaea? 
 
 37. Assess the relation between satinology and Trinitarian language in Athanasius’ defense 
of the Nicene Creed  (illustrate with appropriate texts). 
 
 38. Explain the tension in Athanasius’ thought between his commitment to anti-Arian 
doctrine and his willingness to compromise in theological vocabulary. 
 
 39. Assess Athanasius’ style as a churchman and pastor. 
 
            (53 options) 
 
Basic Texts   (In reference) 
 Migne,  Patrology 
 
 Schaff, P.,  The Ante-Nicene Fathers 
 
 ________,  The Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers 
 
 
Selected Bibliography 
A. Documents 
 Ayer, J., ed.,  A Source Book  (1913) 
 
 Cox, A.D., ed.,  The Ante-Nicene Fathers  (10 volumes, 1884-86) 
 
 Kidd, B.J.,  Documents . . .  (3 volumes, 1920-23) 
 
 Quaston, J. & Plumpe, J.C., eds., Ancient Christian Writers  (1946-) 
 
 Schoff, P. & Wace, H., eds., The Nicene and Past Nicene Fathers  (14 volumes, second series,  
 1890-95) 
 
 Wright, F.A.,  Fathers of the Church  (Latin fathers only, 1929) 
 
 
B. Theological Interpretations 
 Barnard., L.,  Studies in the Apostolic Fathers and Their Background  (1966) 
 
 Barr, Robert,  Main Currents in Early Christian Thought  (1966) 
 
 Bauer, Walter,  Orthodoxy and Hersey in Earliest Christianity  (1971) 
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 Bethune-Baker, J.F.,  An Introduction to the Early History of Christian Doctrine  (1951) 
 
 Betz, H.D., “Orthodoxy & Hersey in Primitive Christianity!”  Critical Remarks on Streckers  
 Re-publication of Bauer.  Interpretation  )1965.  19:299-312) 
 
 Blackman, E.C.,  Marcion and His Influence  (1948) 
 
 Campenhauser,  H.E. von,  The Fathers of the Greek Church  (1963) 
 
 ________,  The Fathers of the Latin Church  (1964) 
 
 Danielou, J.,  Origen  (1955) 
 
 Jonas, Hans,  The Gnostic Religion  (2nd edition, 1963) 
 
 Kelly, J.N.D.,  Early Christian Doctrine  (1958) 
 
 Knox, John,  The Early Church and the Coming Great Church  (1955) 
 
 Laeuchli, Samuel,  The Language of Faith  (1962) 
 
 Little, V.A.,  The Christology of the Apologists  (9135) 
 
 Marxsen, Willi,  The New Testament as the Church’s Book  (1971, c. 1972) 
 
 Morgan, James,  The Importance of Tertullian in the Development of Christian Dogma  (1928) 
 
 Rahner, Karl,  Oh Hersey  (1964) 
 
 Torrance, T.F.,  The Doctrine of Grace in the Apostolic Fathers  (1948) 
 
 Turner, H.E.W.,  The Patristic Doctrine of Redemption  (1952) 
 
 ________,  The Pattern of Christian  (1954) 
 
 Werner, Martin,  The Formation of Christian Dogma  (1957) 
 
 Wingren, Gustav,  Man and the Incarnation:  A Study in the Biblical Theology of Iranaeus   
 (1959) 
